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ABSTRACT

USING LITERATURE CIRCLES TO ENGAGE STUDENTS WITH
INFORMATIONAL TEXTS
by
Theresa Marie Anderson
July 2006

The focus of this project was to review the available research on literature circles
as a method of engaging students with informational texts and to create an
implementation guide for teachers. The results of the research show that there is a need
for effective nonfiction instruction and that including this instruction at the elementary
level provides tremendous benefits for students. Literature circles are an effective way to
engage students with these informational texts, because they offer an authentic literacy
experience and provide students with the kinds of informational text interactions they will
encounter in the real world. The project includes a guide providing teachers with
directions for implementation and outlines the literature circle process in a step-by-step
format.
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Chapter One
Background of the Project
Introduction

Adults are consistently surrounded by texts designed with the purpose of
conveying information. Daily, adults need to interpret these texts to gather information
and answer questions. Yet the focus in education, especially in the early years, is on
instructing students in the area of fiction. The curriculum is overbalanced with stories
and the majority of instructional time is spent with fictional texts (Duke, 2004).
As schools prepare students to be lifelong learners, more emphasis needs to be
placed on informational texts. A balance needs to exist. In her research, Duke (2004)
noted that "incorporating informational text in the curriculum in the early years of school
has the potential to increase student motivation, build important comprehension skills and
lay the groundwork for students to grow into confident, purposeful readers" (p. 43). As
those in education work to create a balance between fiction and nonfiction, the materials
used and the way in which they are used need to be focused on (Daniels, 2002b).
Adults read informational texts for authentic purposes. They read newspapers and
pamphlets to form opinions about political leaders in upcoming elections. They look up
information in instruction manuals. They read informational texts to answer questions,
participate in conversations and to gain perspective. Yet, in school, when instruction with
informational texts does occur, textbooks are most frequently used. Students are asked to
read the material and then answer questions at the back of a chapter or complete
worksheets. These purposes do not motivate students and do not help students build
1
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skills that will carry over outside of the school setting (Daniels & Zemelman, 2003/2004;
Duke, 2004 ).
As teachers explore how to teach the reading of informational texts, they must
look for authentic opportunities that will allow students to take ownership of their reading
and will help students get excited about what they are reading. Literature circles offer
students these authentic opportunities. In literature circles, students are able to choose
what material they will be reading. Based upon their choices, students are placed into
groups that meet to discuss what has been read. During their reading, students take notes
to help them be prepared for the discussion. The discussion is led by the students and the
ultimate goal is for students to have natural conversations with personal connections and
opinions that they can justify from the book (Brabhan1 & Villaume, 2000).
After using literature circles "to bridge the gap between fiction and nonfiction"
(Stien & Beed, 2004) a third grade teacher concluded that literature circles are a valuable
and appropriate tool to help students enjoy and be successful with nonfiction texts.
Literature circles motivate students because they get to choose their own book and
because they are given the opportunity to work cooperatively with their classmates (Long
& Gove, 2003; Chia-Hui, 2004). Literature circles are effective in engaging students

with info1mational texts, because students take ownership of their learning, heighten their
enjoyment and deepen their understanding of the text.
Purpose

The purpose of this project is to examine ways that teachers can use literature
circles to engage students with informational texts. Research shows that a balance does
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not exist between the amount of instruction spent on reading fiction and the amount of
instruction spent on reading non-fiction. An emphasis has been placed on the reading of
narrative literature, and students are exposed to a variety of experiences with fictional
texts. However, teachers have not provided students with the same variety of experiences
to explore informational texts (Duke, 2000; Moss, 2005). The infmmation and materials
provided in this project will show teachers how literature circles can be used to increase
students' understanding and appreciation of informational texts. A teacher's resource
guide is included to help teachers effectively plan and implement literature circles with
informational texts.

Significance of the Project
Adults read for information frequently on a daily basis. In fact, research suggests
that 86% of the texts they read are informational (Hoyt, 2002). Adults read newspapers,
magazine articles, direction manuals, recipe books, menus and many other types of
informational texts. Recognizing these reading purposes, many standardized and high
stakes reading tests are including nonfiction selections. According to the test map of the
Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL), every reading test at every grade
level will include three informational passages and three literary passages. And, all
students taking the WASL can expect approximately half of their total points to come
from their responses to the informational passages (Klenk, 2006). In order to prepare
students for these tests and for the future and to create lifelong learners, schools need to
adequately prepare students to read and understand information.
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Currently, schools rely primarily on textbooks to expose students to nonfiction
texts. These textbooks are not like the nonfiction encountered in the real world. They
"don't contain the kind of rich, complexly structured expository text we might find in

Rolling Stone magazine or a good popular nonfiction book" (Daniels, 2002b, p. 10).
These textbooks are more accurately categorized as reference books for they are packed
full of facts and figures. If teachers are to adequately prepare their students to read
informational texts in the real world, then students need to be exposed to authentic
nonfiction texts. Textbooks need to be used sparingly and teachers must supplement the
textbooks with other reading materials (Daniels & Zemelman, 2003/2004). This author
believes that teachers need to be given more tools and resources in order for them to be
comfortable supplementing the nonfiction instruction that has traditionally been provided.
Literature circles provide an effective approach for teachers to supplement their
instruction of nonfiction texts. With specific guidance and materials, teachers will feel
competent and confident to utilize literature circles as an effective approach to engaging
students with informational texts.

Limitations
The project has the following limitations:
1. This project is aimed at elementary teachers, primarily at third and fourth
grade.
2. This project focuses on literature circles with informational texts. Interested
teachers should explore how they might be able to use similar strategies with
fiction.
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3. This project does not mean to suggest that literature circles are effective as the
only method of reading instruction. Literature circles are meant to supplement
other methods and are intended to be part of a balanced approach to teaching
reading.
4. The resource guide that is part of this project is meant to be a guide. It is
meant to offer strategies for teachers to assist them in the implementation of
literature circles with informational texts. It is not meant to be presented as an
absolute way to effectively use literature circles with informational texts.
Teachers should use the suggested strategies and adapt them as needed.
Literature circles should always reflect students' needs and abilities.
5. The included informational text sets are largely based on what is currently
available at John Campbell Elementary. Although teachers from other
schools may not have access to the same texts, the suggested themes could be
used by teachers from any school.
6. The provided implementation guide for literature circles was trial tested for a
limited amount of time.
Definition of Terms
Exposit01y/Informational Texts/Nonfiction. These three terms are synonymous

and are used throughout the research and throughout this project interchangeably. These
texts are read to learn new information and to pursue questions and interests. They are
written with a primary purpose of providing an explanation, communicating facts and
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details or setting forth an argument (Harris & Hodges, 1995; Hoyt, 2002; Washington
State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, n.d.).
Heterogeneous Groups. Heterogeneous groups are groups that contain learners of

varying reading abilities (Routman, 1994).
Literature Circles. Literature circles are small, temporary, peer-led discussion

groups. The members of the literature circle have chosen their own reading materials and
while reading a group-determined section of the text, each member takes notes and
prepares to contribute in upcoming discussions (Daniels, 1994).
Role Sheets. Role sheets assign a specific task to each member of the literature

circle group. The assigned roles rotate and serve to help students prepare for the group
discussion by setting a purpose for reading (Daniels, 2002a).

Chapter Two
Review of Literature
Introduction

Adults are consistently surrounded by texts designed with the purpose of
conveying information. They read newspapers, magazine articles, direction manuals,
recipe books, menus and many other types of informational texts. In fact, research
suggests that 86% of the texts adults read are infmmational (Hoyt, 2002). This is an
"Information Age" and much of the text adults are exposed to is accessed through
technology and the Internet. It is estimated that approximately 96% of the sites on the
World Wide Web are informational and expository in form (Kami! & Lane, 1998).
Daily, adults need to interpret texts to gather information and answer questions and so it
becomes apparent that the ability to comprehend informational texts is critical. Yet many
adults and children struggle with this type ofliteracy (Palincsar & Duke, 2004). As
schools work towards preparing students for the future and creating lifelong learners,
these facts cannot be overlooked. Recognizing that "our students will need to actively
interpret a lifelong flood of important non-fiction texts" (Daniels, 2002b, p. 7), the
question becomes how do we prepare them for this interaction with information?
This chapter will provide an overview of the published literature on the need for
effective nonfiction instruction, the ways literature circles with informational texts serve
an authentic purpose and the components of successful literature circles. The topics of
instructional decisions, written response, discussion characteristics, mini-lessons,
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selection of texts, formation of student groups, book talks and student preparation will
also be reviewed.

Background ofNonfiction Instruction
Traditionally, instruction at the elementary level has been dominated by narrative
texts. There has been a focus on learning to read in grades one through three and then
begi1ming in fourth grade a focus on reading to learn. In one study of the types of
informational texts in the first grade, Duke (2000) observed 20 first grade classrooms in
the greater Boston area. The schools and classrooms were chosen randomly, 10 from the
highest socioeconomic status school districts in the area and 10 from the lowest.
Visitations occurred in each classroom for four full days over the course of the year and
observation days were spread throughout the school year. During the visitations
information was recorded and coded about the displayed print in the classroom, the
materials in the classroom library and any classroom instruction involving print.
The results of this study indicate a lack of exposure to informational texts at the
elementary level. Of the 6,023 pieces of displayed print, a mean of only 2.6% of these
displays were informational. Of the books found in classroom libraries, only a mean of
9.8% of them were informational. More important than the findings about displayed
print and classroom libraries, however, are the findings about the written language
activities occurring in these classrooms. Duke found that students on average were
spending only 3.6 minutes per day on activities involving informational texts. Duke also
observed that the students in low socioeconomic status districts had fewer informational
texts in their environments and activities than those students in high socioeconomic status
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districts. Students in low socioeconomic status districts spent an average of only 1.9
minutes per day with informational texts.
In contrast to the lack of nonfiction instruction in the primary grades, textbook
learning dominates after fourth grade. At these grade levels, nonfiction instruction occurs
with content area textbooks and basal readers (Moss, 2005). Unfortunately many of these
textbooks are massive books packed full of facts and figures. They contain an
overwhelming amount of information, and often students find them to be unreadable
(Daniels & Zemelman, 2003/2004 ). These textbooks are not like the nonfiction
encountered in the real world. Daniels (2002b) states,
Most school textbooks simply don't contain the kind of rich, complexly structured
expository text we might find in Rolling Stone magazine or a good popular
nonfiction book. Instead, they are crudely structured compendiums, storage
systems for vast amounts of information, constructed without serious regard to
engaging their readers. (p. l 0)
These textbooks do not nurture curiosity or motivate students to read. Instead, they are
designed to hold massive amounts of information and could be more accurately
categorized as reference books (Daniels, 2002b).
Need for Effective Nonfiction Instruction
In the past, informational texts have been largely ignored or avoided at the
elementary level for a variety of reasons. Because the focus at the primary grades has
been on learning to read and only switching to an emphasis on reading to learn after
fourth grade, the perception has been that young readers are incapable of understanding

IO
informational texts. It has been perceived that there is a developmental progression and
that students need to master nanative texts before being exposed to and learning to read
informational texts.
However, many researchers have shown that this perception is a misconception.
In one study of the ability of young children to comprehend informational text, Duke and
Kays (1998) focused on a kindergarten classroom with 23 students in a public school in a
large city in New England. These students were asked individually to do a pretend
reading of an informational book and a nanative book. After the initial pretend readings
were completed and coded, the teacher read an informational text aloud to the students on
a daily basis for three months, from September to December. Then, at the end of three
months, the students were asked to do pretend readings again for the same stories used
back in September. The December pretend readings were coded for informational text
features and the results clearly showed an increase in informational text features, such as
attention to captions and the use of timeless present tense verbs and generic noun
structures. This study by Duke and Kays and one by Pappas (2003) add to the evidence
demonstrating that young children are capable of understanding and interacting with
informational texts.
Pappas asked kindergarteners, on three occasions, to pretend read a nanative and
an informational book that had been read to them immediately before. Children were not
directed toward any particular features of the texts during the read alouds. Still, Pappas
observed that the children's pretend readings showed an increase in attending to and
applying text features for both the narrative and informational texts. These students were
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just as capable at attending to informational text features as they were at attending to
narrative features.
Besides the perception that nonfiction texts are too difficult for elementary
students, instruction with informational texts may be avoided because for many
educators, the number of informational books available is limited. There are far more
narrative books to choose from. However, publishers are beginning to add more
informational books at all reading levels to their lists (Duke, 2003; Moss, 2005). Many
of the informational books currently being published are captivating, appealing, up-todate and contain well-written exposition (Moss, Leone & Dipillo, 1997).
The reasons why informational texts have been avoided in elementary classrooms
are largely based on misconceptions. There are a multitude of reasons for why it is
critical that instruction with informational texts occur at the elementary level. It has been
documented that the number of informational texts encountered, dramatically increases as
students get older. In order to prepare students, elementary teachers must lay the
foundation for later grades and for life. If we start early, we put students in a better
position to be successful with informational texts later on (Duke, 2003, 2004).
Beyond the need to start early, there are other reasons for including instruction
with informational texts at the elementary level. Some students are more interested and
engaged with informational texts. They are amazed by the world around them and are
fascinated by the facts found in informational texts (Moss, Leone & Dipillo, 1997).
Caswell and Duke (1998) illustrate this in the case studies of two struggling readers.
These two students were attending a free Literacy Lab at Harvard for students having a
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difficult time learning to read and write. In their time at the Lab, students worked oneon-one with a graduate student teacher.
The first student, Peter, began attending in June of his first year in first grade.
During his first year in the Literacy Lab, Peter's sessions focused primarily on the reading
of predictable patterned stories. In the final report of Peter's first year, Peter's teacher
noted that Peter had greater success on those occasions when informational texts had
been used. Because of this and because of observations made early in Peter's second
year, the decision was made to provide Peter with more oppo1iunities to read and interact
with non-narrative texts. This change caused Peter to experience greater success, to take
an interest in his reading and his teacher began to see great changes in his reading
abilities. Peter scored near average on a standardized reading assessment and was moved
on to third grade without being retained. In addition, Peter was able to successfully apply
his strategies for reading nonfiction to his reading of fiction.
The second student, Isaac, began attending the Literacy Lab at the start of fourth
grade. He was reading at approximately a first grade level. At first, instruction in the
Lab focused primarily on narrative text. However, it became apparent that Isaac was not
engaged with the texts he was reading. His interests were in science and social studies,
so his teacher began to use these in her instruction. By using nonfiction to captivate and
engage Isaac with reading instruction, Isaac was reading at a third grade level by the end
of fourth grade and by the end of fifth grade Isaac was reading at grade level. As shown
in these case studies, beyond preparing these students for encounters with informational
texts later on in their schooling, non-narrative texts motivated these students, created
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more purposeful reading opp01tunities and helped the students develop their reading
skills with both fiction and nonfiction texts.
Another reason for including informational texts at the elementary level is to
develop content knowledge. Informational texts can help students acquire new
knowledge about the world (Duke, 2003). They can help develop new vocabulary and
can allow students to learn about a topic on a deeper level. By building this content
knowledge and vocabulary at the elementary level, teachers are contributing to students'
schemata, which will help them as they encounter new ideas later on in their schooling
and in their life (Moss, 2005).
Although it seems less importartt in the grand scheme of creating life-long
learners, students must be exposed early to informational texts in order to help them be
successful on high stakes tests. Standardized reading tests are made up of 70-80%
expository text (Daniels, 2002b ). In the current educational climate of student and
teacher accountability and high stakes testing, educators need to think about making sure
that students have had experience with informational texts so that they can be successful
on these important tests.

Literature Circles Serving an Authentic Purpose
There are many benefits to including informational texts in the classroom during
the early years of school. These texts have the potential to lay the groundwork for
students to grow into successful lifelong readers, to increase student motivation and can
help students develop literacy skills. Acknowledging these benefits, researchers suggest
that authentic learning opportunities will better prepare students for the types of
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informational texts they will encounter on a daily basis (Daniels & Zemelman,
2003/2004; Duke 2004, September).
Adults read info1mational texts for pleasure, to pass the time, to gain info1111ation,
to increase general knowledge or to find out the answer to a burning question (Duke,
2004, September). Therefore, authentic informational literacy events in the classroom
mirror this purpose of reading for pleasure and to obtain information. They reflect the
reading and writing that occur in the real world outside of school. Authentic
opportunities given to students are much more engaging than those activities done just for
the purpose of fulfilling a classroom assignment (Duke, 2000). Assignments that ask
students to answer questions at the end of a chapter or to complete a worksheet are not
reflective of what they will be asked to do outside of school. To create authentic
purposes for students, teachers can captivate children and set up environments where the
students want to locate or obtain information (Duke, 2004).
In creating these authentic learning opportunities, the use of authentic texts will
better prepare students for the types of informational texts they will encounter later on in
life. Daniels & Zemelman (2003/2004) state,
Every minute a student spends with her nose in a 1,000-page textbook is another
minute lost from real reading, the kind of reading that thoughtful, curious people
do outside of school. ... In short, smart grown-ups don't generally read school
textbooks. Instead, they read newspapers, magazines and other nonfiction
materials, and often talk about them with their friends, coworkers, and
families .... School should imitate life in this very important way. (p. 36)

(
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One of the ways teachers have attempted to create authentic informational literacy
events is through the use of nonfiction literature circles. Patterned after adult book clubs,
these literature circles attempt to mirror the lively discussions and enjoyment associated
with book clubs. They provide students with the satisfying experience of exploring text
in the company of peers and when connected with informational texts students have the
benefit of the shared collaboration of their peers combined with deepened content
knowledge (Hoyt, 2002).
Stien and Beed (2004) explored this method of engaging students with
informational texts. Twenty-two students (10 boys and 12 girls) from a third grade
classroom participated in the study. These students represented a variety of learners,
from students performing two to three years above grade level to students reading one to
two years below grade level. All of the participants were interviewed and asked
questions about reading and about literature circles before the study began.
At the beginning of the study, the participants were introduced to literature circles
with fiction. The teacher included modeling and discussion to help the students prepare
for literature circles. After about two months of literature circles with fiction, nonfiction
literature circles were introduced and the students began to meet twice a week. All of the
literature circle discussion meetings were audiotaped and in addition the whole-group
discussions and teacher modeling were videotaped. Anecdotal records were kept of the
observations made by the teacher during literature circle time and at other times during
the day about the students' nonfiction reading.
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At the end of the year the participants were interviewed again and asked questions
about reading and about literature circles. The results from the interview questions and
the taped conversations indicate that the students were engaged. Often times, they asked
for more time to continue their conversations. The interview questions demonstrate that
by the end of the year, more students considered themselves to be good readers, more
students were able to articulate the difference between fiction and nonfiction and more
students said that they liked to read. Perhaps more telling though are the responses to a
question about their choice to read nonfiction books on their own. At the beginning of
the year, only seven participants indicated that they read nonfiction. By the end of they
year, the number had increased to 18 students choosing nonfiction on their own. Stien
and Beed concluded that literature circles are an appropriate and effective method of
engaging students with informational texts
Pitman (1997) also investigated the use of literature circles with informational
texts. She began the study by administering a reading survey containing questions about
attitude and confidence to 23 students in a 5/6 combination class. From the surveys, a
sample of five students who responded negatively to the initial questions about reading
ability and attitude towards reading were selected. The five students, three boys and two
girls, represented a range of abilities. After the survey had been administered to all
students, Pitman began literature circles with student-selected biographies. After four
weeks ofliterature circle meetings, all of the students were given the post-survey. This
survey was identical to the one given at the beginning of the study. After the
administration of the post-survey, the responses from the sample group were compared to
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their initial surveys. The results of the surveys demonstrated that literature circles with
nonfiction improved student attitudes about reading and comprehension. The students
found reading to be more fun and demonstrated more confidence in their abilities.
As Pitman and Stein and Beed discovered, literature circles are an effective way
to create an authentic purpose for reading informational texts. When lifelong readers
finish an enlightening piece of nonfiction they do not create dioramas or put on plays and
puppet shows, they find someone to talk to and share the information with. This desire to
share is what makes book clubs and literature circles such a beneficial and authentic part
of reading instruction (Daniels, 2002a).
Elements of Literature Circles

Because literature circles are patterned after book clubs and real-life reading, they
reflect the habits of lifelong readers. The students choose what they read. They connect
with the material that they are reading and use written notes to help them understand and
remember what they have read. After reading, the students make judgments and discuss
the information with other readers (Daniels & Steineke, 2004). Literature circles
encourage readers to share their ideas, opinions and the information that they have
discovered. They help readers to develop knowledge and critical thinking skills
(Mizokawa & Hansen-Krening, 2000).
Literature circles require the students to develop and demonstrate a number of
skills. During literature circles, students demonstrate their ability to articulate their
thoughts, to express their confusion and to ask questions. They use strategies to maintain
comprehension and to deepen understanding (Day, Spiegel, McLellan & Brown, 2002).
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Students move beyond simple retelling of the story and begin to focus on critical thinking
and interaction with the text and each other. They learn to listen and respond to each
other's ideas and contributions (Ahang, 1999).
Daniels (2001) describes literature circles as "powerful small-group strnctures for
reading and discussing fiction or nonfiction texts" (p. 3). Literature circles have three
components: independent reading, written response and discussion. Students choose
what materials they want to read and temporary groups are formed based on book
choices. The stndents read their books independently and while reading make written
notes to help prepare for each discussion meeting. These written responses help ensure
participation and dynamic natural conversations during group meetings. Group meetings
occur regularly and students lead the discussion while the teacher observes and helps
problem-solve (Daniels, 2001).
Literature circles serve to bring students together to discuss texts and to deepen
understanding. They reflect the needs and abilities of the students and instrnctional
decisions are fine-tuned for individual classrooms. And although the classroom routines
and procedures may vary from class to class, the purpose of literature circles remains
constant. Literature circles are meant to invite students to participate in invigorating
conversations, to help students develop a deeper understanding of what is read and to
expose students to various perspectives and responses. At the heart of the literature circle
model, students have more choice in what they read, more time to read and more
opportunities to make meaning and pursue their own questions. They are given more
responsibility and in turn more freedom. As teachers begin to consider the variety of
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ways to implement literature circles, they must not lose sight of the essence and purpose
of literature circles (Brabham & Villaume, 2000; Daniels, 2002a; Pike & Mumper, 2004).

Getting Started
In order for literature circles to be successful there are a few social and thinking
skills that students need to have acquired. Before jumping in with the implementation of
literature circles, students need to have developed a sense of community with each other.
The students need to trust each other and to realize that put-downs are not tolerated.
They need to be able to respectfully and actively listen to one another with their eyes on
the speaker and their mouths closed. Before the start of literature circles, students need to
have been provided with many opportunities to work together in collaborative groups to
develop the skills of including everyone, taking turns, respecting differences and
responding to others (Daniels, 2001, 2002a; Gilbert, 2000).
In addition to being able to work together, students need to be able to talk about
informational texts. They need strategies for interpreting and understanding these texts.
But even beyond that, they need the ability to discuss their interpretations. Their ability
to read, respond and make connections to texts will be critical as they begin to meet with
their literature circle discussion groups (Daniels, 2001; Gilbert, 2000).

If students have not participated in collaborative learning or do not know their
classmates, then it is essential for teachers to do some literature circle preparations.
Mini-lessons can be taught before literature circles are started to help create a classroom
community of learners who can read and respond to literature (Daniels & Steineke,
2004). Lessons can focus on working together as a group. Class guidelines for etiquette
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can be established through group discussions and class meetings. To develop students'
ability to respond to literature, read-alouds can be included. Group discussions during
and after read-alouds can help give students an example of what discussion looks like and
can help facilitate their ability to respond to texts (Gilbert, 2000).
On top of these conditions being present, before literature circles can begin the
teacher has a few instructional decisions that need to be made regarding scheduling,
structuring literature circle time and written response. There is a myriad of ways that
teachers can schedule literature circles. Depending on the curriculum and the needs of
the students, teachers need to decide how much time can be devoted to literature circles.
Day, et al. (2002) describe a classroom that held literature circle sessions once a week.
For this teacher, once a week worked because she was doing literature circles with her
students for the first time and she wanted to ease into them slowly. For her, the other
aspects of her reading program such as guided reading, drama, word study and writer's
workshop were equally important and she had to organize her time carefully. Also, those
teachers with questioning administrators will find it easier to gain support for something
new if only one hour a week is being devoted to it.
As Teresa Fluth Bond (2001) discovered in her study of student-led discussion
groups, one aspect of scheduling to consider is the number of groups that can be observed
or facilitated by the teacher at a time. In Bond's study of her fifth grade students she had
five groups discussing on the same day. She found that it was difficult to facilitate all
five groups at the same time and that she was unable to adequately monitor the groups on
a daily basis. At the completion of her study, her recommendation was to have groups
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alternate between journal and discussion days. This would allow the teacher to spend an
adequate amount of time rotating between groups.
Once a decision has been made about how many times per week literature circle
sessions will be held, a teacher is ready to structure the literature circle time. Again there
are various ways that the literature circle time can be structured depending on the
students' abilities and the amount of instructional time available. Generally when
structuring literature circles, time needs to be made available for teacher directions, minilessons, independent reading, written response, small-group discussion and whole-group
debriefing. It is also possible for the teacher to schedule time for independent reading
throughout the week at a time other than during the literature circle sessions or to assign
it for homework (Aguerre, 1999; Day et al., 2002). However Daniels (2002a) cautions
that asking student to read or respond at home, especially from the start, could present
problems. He recommends that at the begim1ing all literature circle activities take place
in-class, thus providing students with the opportunity to receive support from the teacher
as needed.
There is no set time frame, but usually the whole literature circle process takes
about an hour. Some days the students may be so involved in group-discussion, that a
teacher may decide to extend the allotted literature circle time. During a one-hour
literature circle session, the time allotted for each part is also something that will vary
based upon students' needs and teacher preference. The most important part of
scheduling is to allow students enough time to read, to prepare for the discussion and to
engage in conversation (Aguerre, 1999; Day, et al., 2002). Teachers will want to create a
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regular and predictable schedule so that students can be prepared and remember the
expectations (Daniels, 2002a).
When scheduling, teachers may also want to look at the calendar a little more
long-term. Depending on the book and the number of meetings per week, a round of
literature circles could last between one and four weeks. It is helpful and almost
necessary for groups to have common ending dates. Therefore, at the beginning of the
cycle a common completion date needs to be established. This date can be set by the
teacher or by the students as they estimate how long it will take them to finish their
books. It is always possible to change the completion date if needed. Once a completion
date has been set, the groups need to divide their book up into natural chunks and
determine a reading schedule. Again this can be done by the teacher or by the students in
the group. It is helpful to provide each student with a calendar so that they are aware of
the reading assignments and discussion schedule (Daniels, 2002a; Roser & Keehn, 2002).
The last instructional decision that teachers need to think about is what kind of
written response will most benefit their students and allow them to be the most successful
in preparing for group discussions. The type or types of written response chosen by the
teacher will determine what kind of preparation needs to occur in the beginning stages of
literature circles.
Written Response

Written response is an extremely important part of literature circles. It serves to
prepare students for their conversations during discussion time and attempts to mirror the
strategies adult readers use to help them remember what they want to discuss. The

23

students' written responses become their notes to fuel their discussion (Daniels, 2001;
Daniels & Steineke, 2004).
One of the ways that teachers encourage students to prepare for discussion is to
mark parts of the text with sticky notes. Hoyt (2002) calls these parts VIP (Very
Important Points). By marking sections of the text students can easily relocate
vocabulary or passages in the text during discussion time. Students can write down
predictions, record questions, make connections and note any difficult parts of the text
(Gilbert, 2000). Eric Paulsen has found that these sticky notes help discussions to run
much more smoothly. He encourages students to place the sticky notes under the part in
the text that they want to mark and reminds students to write on the notes with arrows or
a few words about what they want to share. These sticky notes are usually used in
literature circles along with role sheets or response logs (Daniels, 2002a).
The use of role sheets with literature circles has been extremely popular and
widely used. However, researchers (Daniels, 2002a; Stien & Beed, 2004) are strongly
cautioning teachers to use role sheets only as students are becoming familiar with
literature circles and the preparation that is required for class discussions. Role sheets
assign students a specific role to perform after reading and in preparation for their next
group meeting. They assist students by giving them specific and unique ways to think
about the text they are reading. They are most effective when used temporarily as
students are first beginning to learn how to prepare for discussions. If used for too long,
they can stifle discussion and begin to seem repetitive to students because they restrict a
reader to a certain kind of response on a particular day.
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Role sheets should be used for only a few weeks to help ease the transition as
students become proficient at participating in peer-led discussions. Each student is
assigned a different rotating role, which sets a purpose for their written response and
prepares them for the discussion. Some of the possible assigned roles are discussion
director, word wizard, fact finder, illuminator, com1ector, questioner and timeline
traveler. These role sheets are a starting place. When the group meets the discussion is
natural and open-ended. Group members can respond or comment about anything. They
are not restricted to their role for that day. Students are not required to go over any or all
of the role sheets. The roles are a backup in case the discussion stalls. During
discussions, many teachers have their students turn their role sheets upside down and
only have the students refer to them if they run out of things to talk about (Daniels,
2002a; Stien & Beed, 2004).
When students have become proficient with using roles sheets to prepare for
discussion, they can move into more open-ended and less structured forms of written
response. One of the ways to do this is by the introduction of response logs or journals.
In these forms of written response, students simply write down their reactions, reflections
and ideas as they read. They can record their questions or write about parts of the texts
that fascinated them or were confusing (Brabham & Villaume, 2000). In some cases,
depending on the students' abilities and teacher preference, role sheets are omitted
altogether and literature circles begin with response logs or journal writing (Daniels,
2002c).
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In 200 I, Bond set out to determine what kinds of journal writing students would
do if they were given the oppo1tunity to make their own writing choices. She studied
student-led discussion groups in her fifth grade classroom in a middle-class elementary
school outside of Austin, Texas. Although all of her students participated in book
discussion groups, Bond decided to focus on one small group of students for her study.
This small group consisted of three females and one male. They were grouped together
because of their interest in a particular book and Bond chose to focus on them because of
their diverse reading levels.
Bond began the study by modeling five reading roles: discussion director, passage
master, illuminator, word wizard and connector. After modeling each role, she had the
students in her class practice the role on a read-aloud book. After months of modeling
and practicing, she turned control over to her students. A poster of the five reading roles
was posted on the wall and a poster was created of other possible journal topics or
questions. The students were told that they would not be assigned a specific reading role
or journal topic. The only requirement was that on their written response day, they write
something in their journals that they might want to discuss in their groups. They were
free to choose what they wanted and could refer to the posters and brainstormed lists for
help if they needed it. No other rules were set.
At this point the students were divided into groups based on book choice and
literature circles began. The entire class participated but Bond focused on the group of
four students she had selected. Data were collected for four weeks. Journals were
examined, observation notes were collected and discussions were audiotaped. Bond

(
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discovered that the students were thinking critically about the text and were using the
reading roles she had modeled. She examined the roles being used and found patterns
among the students. Certain students seemed to prefer certain roles and the com1ector
role was used most frequently by all students. Based on the data collected, Bond
concluded that students were successful in making their own choices about writing. In
fact, the discussions were dynamic and meaningful because the students got to choose to
write about things that had meaning to them and the teacher did not specify what they
should write about.
Stien and Beed (2004), in their before mentioned study of nonfiction literature
circles with third grade students, also examined the effect of student choice on written
response and group discussion. After completing multiple cycles of literature circles with
role sheets, they moved to using tabbing as their method of written response. The
students used sticky notes to tab sections of the text. On the sticky notes, they wrote
comments and questions. If the students chose, they could apply a role or roles to their
sticky note responses. Stien and Beed found that the conversations guided by tabbing
were more natural and dynamic than those when role sheets had been used. The students
shared more easily and were able to create more in depth responses. At the end of the
year, students were asked questions about literature circles. When asked how they felt
about tabbing versus role sheets, 18 students responded that fuey preferred tabbing, three
answered both and one student responded that he preferred role sheets. The instructional
decision about what type of written response to utilize is entirely the teacher's. After
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considering the students' needs, the teacher will want to choose a type of written
response that will best prepare the students for discussion.

Discussion Characteristics
The main ingredient of literature circles is peer-led discussion. Independent
reading and written response occur to set up animated conversations between students
about what they have read. The goal is for the discussion to be spontaneous, free-flowing
and conversation like. Students do not have to raise their hands or go around the circle in
order. Although they do have to agree to a few group discnssion rules. They have to sit
so that every member can see each other with their books open and everyone on the same
page. Everyone has to take turns and there has to be eqnal participation among all group
members. Students are also expected to smile and be friendly. The discussion can be
started by anyone and anyone is free to respond. Students can talk about anything,
regardless of whether it is in their notes, and there is no requirement to cover what the
students wrote about (Daniels, 2002a). The students' thoughts and ideas drive the
discussion, not a list of questions provided by the teacher. In fact, the teacher's primary
role is that of a facilitator (Brabham & Villaume, 2000).
During group meetings, the teacher serves to help the members of the group by
being a guide. It is the students who are in charge of the discussion. The teacher's role is
simply to observe and offer encouragement. The biggest job for the teacher is to sit back,
take notes and let the children be in charge. The notes taken by the teacher during this
time are extremely valuable. They can identify possible topics for mini-lessons and can
provide insight into the way students understand the information presented in the texts
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(Gilbert, 2000; Daniels & Steineke, 2004). Sometimes it is difficult for the students to
adjust to the teacher's role so they may need some extra practice and coaching. The
students need to be reminded that the teacher is not a part of their group but is simply an
observer. Therefore, if the teacher joins their group, they do not need to stop the
discussion but can continue with what they are doing (Daniels & Steineke, 2004).
The discussion in literature circles is purposeful. It occurs to deepen members'
understanding of the text. In order to develop this deeper understanding, the discussion is
goal oriented. Information is exchanged but the goal is for the information to be
explored, examined and questioned by members of the group. There is a two-way
exchange of ideas and students try to avoid simply reading what they have written down
or reporting on what the text is about (Day et al., 2002).
Roser and Keehn (2002) closely examined the types of discussion occurring in
book clubs in two fourth grade classrooms. They wanted to observe and evaluate the
type of student thought and talk present in cross-curricular book clubs. In their study,
they specifically wanted to focus on the most effective discussions and to identify
methods for facilitating conversations in which students are engaged, focused and excited
about learning new information on a particular topic.
Roser and Keehn spent about two hours per day in two fourth grade classrooms
for a period of six weeks. These classrooms were in two different schools in Texas, one
urban and one suburban. Roser and Keehn took field notes and audio and videotaped the
teachers and students. These recordings were then transcribed and coded. The study was
implemented in three phases. In phase one, the teachers read a biography aloud to their
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students. This helped give the students perspective on the historical time period they
would be reading about in their book ciubs. In phase two, the students were given book
choices and then placed in a book club based on their choices. In phase three, the
students gathered whole group to discuss the information they had learned and to ask
questions.
The books offered as choices for the book clubs were historical fiction texts set
during the Texas Revolution. Before beginning, the students were taught the procedures
and book club meetings were modeled. The roles included were orator, scribe, discussion
leader and member. During the class sessions, students read for 25 minutes and then met
for 20 minutes to discuss the text. The students used daily checklists to help them follow
the book club procedures. Each session began with the orator reading a passage. The
discussion leader would check to see that all members were ready for their meeting and
the scribe would record the thoughts of the group to report back to class. All of the
members were responsible for reading the book and writing one idea for discussion in
their journals. The groups were also given some support for their conversation. For
example, one group was given an envelope of emergency conversation starters.
Over this six-week study, Roser and Keehn observed students responding to
biographies, historical fiction and information books. Based on their data collection and
coding they determined the types of responses students were making to these texts. They
categorized the responses as responses to inform, connect, infer, wonder, predict,
interpret, recall or evaluate. They found that during book club discussions 38 percent of
the conversation was spent making inferences and only eight percent was spent
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evaluating the text. Most encouraging though was the finding that nearly a fourth of the
discussion was spent on seeking and clarifying knowledge of historical events. These
findings demonstrate that students in the book clubs did learn and engage in critical
thinking. In fact, a postassessment showed a fourfold increase in students' accurate
tmderstanding about this time period. And not only was their understanding deepened,
their misconceptions were cut in half. Roser and Keehn also identified specific use of
language that seemed to facilitate productive conversation. Language that invited,
focused or refocused, questioned, acknowledged, speculated or provided examples were
some of the best ways to sustain a topic and help keep group members engaged.
In order for students to develop the kinds of language that facilitate conversation
and engage members, they will need guidance from the teacher on how to develop their
own discussion topics. They will also need to learn how to foster communication among
all group members by responding to others' ideas and keeping everyone involved. To
provide this support and instruction along the way mini-lessons addressing discussion
skills and focusing on the needs of the particular group can be provided (Daniels &
Steineke, 2004).
Mini-Lessons
Mini-lessons are a critical component ofliterature circles. According to Daniels
and Steineke (2004), they are "short, focused, teacher-directed activities used before and
after each meeting of literature circles ... [They provide] an ongoing, systematic structure
for shaping, refining and extending [the] initial training" (p. 5-7). They offer an
opportunity to help students grow as active and engaged participants of the group.
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Instruction during mini-lessons can be focused on skills and strategies based on students'
needs (Hoyt, 2002).
The ways to utilize mini-lessons during literature circle sessions are infinite.
They can be held at any time during the session and can cover any topic. They are
developed based on observing the students at work. Mini-lessons can even occur at the
end of the literature circle session, allowing students to debrief about the discussions and
working to solve any problems that occurred during the group meetings.
Generally the mini-lessons offered fall into two broad categories: procedural
mini-lessons, which include topics about written response and discussion, and
strategic/skill building mini-lessons. As literature circles are just getting started in a
classroom, it is not uncommon for most of the mini-lessons to focus on procedures.
Written response mini-lessons might cover how to choose topics and respond in writing
and how to use the text to support what you have written. Discussion mini-lessons could
be provided to help the students improve the quality of their group discussions. Teachers
might teach strategies for keeping a discussion going or getting a discussion started.
They might review how to problem solve and how to listen and respond to other group
members during discussions. Strategic mini-lessons might focus on the purposes for
reading, book selection, vocabulary building and strategies for decoding, understanding
and interpreting nonfiction texts. Students might talk about the types of nonfiction texts
or the difference between fact and opiriion (Alwood, 2000; Daniels, 2002a; Pike &
Mumper, 2004).
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Choosing Informational Texts
Regardless of the ways in which informational texts are being used in instruction,
there are some guidelines that teachers can follow or characteristics that they can look for
when deciding what informational texts to use for literature circles. Daniels (2002b)
outiines some characteristics for finding books that promote lively conversations. He
suggests looking for texts that have content the students care about and view as
important. Texts that have danger, conflicts, choices or value dimensions lend
themselves to discussion because they usually bring about varying opinions and
perspectives. He recommends choosing texts that have ideas students can debate or
disagree about.
Saul and Dieckman (2005) outline three general categories for evaluating the
worthiness of a text. When evaluating texts and determining their quality, the content,
writing and design can be examined. When looking at content, the book must be
accurate. The author must have the authority to write on the topic and the author's
perspective should be carefully considered. Besides content, a quality book is written in
an engaging and interesting way. The author's interest for the topic should be evident.
Design is also important, especially at the elementary level. Graphics and other text
features are extremely helpful in assisting the reader with understanding the text.
However, sometimes graphics can be distracting. If graphics are included, their function
should be evident and their presentation should aid in comprehension.
The results of a study by Leal and Moss ( 1999) of four gifted students also have
implications for selecting nonfiction texts. Leal and Moss set out to discover how
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students choose and read informational texts. The four gifted students selected for the
study ranged in age from eight to twelve years of age. Over six months, the students
were asked to read selected informational books. They responded to these informational
texts in their journals and were also interviewed and audiotaped by the researchers each
week. They were asked to answer questions for each book and then were invited to write
anything else that they wanted to add. The questions they responded to were designed to
determine what they had understood, what their preferences were and what they were
learning about the features of informational texts. The journal responses and audio taped
interviews were coded and categorized. The researchers discovered that students choose
to read nonfiction, because they want to learn, they enjoy it and to discover bizarre or
humorous information. They learned that students can be engaged with informational
texts if the texts present the content in a creative way, stimulate the imagination, have
appealing illustrations and offer unusual or humorous information. This study also
suggests that when students are given the opportunity to be literary critics, they can
engage with informational texts and can develop their critical thinking abilities.
When implementing literature circles in her classroom, Sally Ahang (1999)
quickly discovered the importance of considering student interest when selecting books.
Ahang started by selecting books from the library that had multiple copies available. But,
her selections had little appeal for her students. She had to over-enthusiastically promote
each title in order to get them to engage with the text. From that experience, she has
started paying more attention to her students' interests and texts are now chosen based on
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those interests. By choosing texts students will be interested in, the students are naturally
motivated and engaged with the reading and discussion.
Because the students are going to be grouped based on their book choice not on
their reading ability, teachers also need to consider the readability and levels of the books
they are offering as choices for their students. Teachers should select books representing
a range of reading levels. For literature circles, students will be working at their fluency
levels not their instructional levels. It is also important for supports to be in place for
those students who may have difficulty reading and comprehending the text chosen.
Partner reading, books on tape and individual help from the teacher are all methods of
support that can be utilized (Daniels, 2002a; Pike & Mumper, 2004).
When selecting informational texts for students to choose from, many teachers
decide to offer texts that are related by concept, theme or genre. Several choices may be
offered about different animals, sports, places or cultures. Teachers might also decide to
focus on a genre such as biographies or on a concept from science or history. Focusing
on a particular theme or genre allows teachers to construct mini-lessons and whole-group
discussions or activities around the aspects of that theme or geme. If teachers are having
a difficult time locating multiple copies of nonfiction texts, they can try articles from
newspapers and magazines. National Geographic and Time for Kids are magazines that
offer engaging nonfiction articles similar to what is found in popular magazines (Daniels,
2002b; Pike & Mumper, 2004).
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Preparing Students

Once a teacher has created a schedule, selected the books for the students to
choose from and identified the type of written response to be utilized, the class is ready to
get stmied. In order for literature circles to be successful, the preparation designed for
the students is intentional and well thought out. Teachers will need to carefully model
each element of literature circles. The amount of modeling and the time when it occurs
are based on teacher preference and students' needs. The amount of time spent on
modeling will depend on the students' ability to work together in small groups and
discuss informational texts. Some teachers will model the different elements ofliterature
circles for weeks and some will decide only a couple of days are needed before students
are ready to meet in groups on their own (Daniels, 2002a; Roser & Keehn, 2002).
Many teachers have found it effective to start by taking the students tlu·ough the
entire literature circle process whole group. To do this each student has his/her own copy
of the text and participates as guided by the teacher. This whole-group instruction allows
the teacher to model the procedures and roles that will be used for written response and
the characteristics of quality discussion (Daniels, 2002a; Stien & Beed, 2004).
Modeling the use of sticky notes can be done with a big book. The teacher can
read the text aloud, stopping periodically to talk about the text and to form questions
about vocabulary, the author's word choice and the illustrations in the text. These
comments and questions can be written on sticky notes and placed directly on the page.
At the completion of the read aloud the teacher can facilitate a discussion about the use
and placement of sticky notes. After students understand the purpose of sticky notes,
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they can be turned loose with their own stickies to use during their reading and
preparation for literature circles (Gilbert, 2000).
In the study by Stien and Beed (2004) one week was spent modeling the literature
circle roles. Each role was introduced and practiced one at a time. This gave the students
a chance to try out the roles in discussion before being asked to perform one
independently. To model the characteristics of interactive conversations, Stien and Beed
found it effective to include other teachers. The group of teachers was able to show the
students how to build upon and respond to the comments of others during a discussion,
rather than just reporting information.
When students are ready to make the transition from role sheets to response
journals, the teacher will need to model the idea of choosing topics and writing openended responses. This concept can be introduced with the use of picture books. The
teacher can read a picture book to the class and then show them a written response that
she has prepared. Using an overhead of the response, the students can look at it and talk
about what kinds of things have been included in the response. After this discussion has
taken place, the teacher can read another book to the students. This time, though, the
students and the teacher can work together to write a response on the overhead. After
doing this the teacher can read another book aloud and the students can try writing a
response on their own. After finishing their written responses, they can discuss what they
chose to write about and share their responses (Gilbert, 2000).
A strategy that can be used to model the discussion aspect of literature circles is to
invite older students in who have participated in literature circles before. These students
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can demonstrate literature circles using a fish bowl technique. The older students can sit
in a circle in front of the class and hold a literature circle discussion. The students
learning the procedures for literature circles sit around the inner circle and observe the
process. After the fish bowl discussion, students in the outer circle can ask questions and
debrief about what they have observed. Other ways of showing students a literature
circle discussion would be to visit other classrooms using literature circles or to show a
video portraying what the interactive discussion looks like (Pike & Mumper, 2004).
Using Book Talks to Help Students Form Groups
After the students have been introduced to the procedures of literature circles and
the teacher has modeled all of the necessary elements, students are ready to meet on their
own. One of the elements that students enjoy most about literature circles is that, like
most adult book clubs, the members have the opportunity to choose their own book to
read. In literature circles, students are going to be grouped based on their book choice
not on their reading ability. These groups usually contain between four to six students
and are temporary. They will disband when they have finished reading and talking about
their chosen book (Burda, 2000; Daniels, 2002a; Gilbert, 2000).
In an ideal classroom, groups would be determined solely on book choice.
However, factors such as the number of books available and the number of students who
can reasonably discuss a text in a small group sometimes affect the number of students in
a book group. Although it seems that even the students who do not get their first book
choice, feel a sense of ownership and appreciate the opportunity to indicate preference.
The students are assured that even if they do not get into the book club that was their first
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choice, they will still have opportunities to read the books during free choice reading time
(Daniels, 2002a; Roser & Keehn, 2002).
After the teacher has determined which books will be available to the students, a
book talk on each text occurs. Book talks are much like book commercials. The teacher
gives a general description about the book, compares it to other books the students may
be familiar with and then might invite the students who have previously read the book to
add any additional comments. Because the students often want to see the size of the
print, the number of pages and the illustrations, many teachers utilize a book pass in
addition to their book talks (Ahang, 1999; Burda, 2000; Day et al, 2002; Gilbert, 2000).
During a book pass the students are given an opportunity to look at each book for
a short period of time. The students sit together in small groups, in a row or circle. The
teacher gives each group one copy of all the books they will be choosing from. Students
pick a book and peruse it for a specified amount of time (generally about one minute). At
the end of the minute, the teacher announces that time is up and the books are rotated to
the next person in the group. This continues until each book has made it all the way
around the circle and every student has had a chance to look at each book. Generally
when students are given this opportunity to peruse the text choices, they will group
themselves appropriately. That is, the students will take into consideration the difficulty
of the text and will choose texts they want to read and are able to read (Daniels, 2002a;
Daniels & Steineke, 2004).
After the book talks and book pass, the students are given a selection sheet to fill
out indicating their top book choices. By having the students list more than one
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preference, the teacher can guide and oversee the formation of student groups. Although
student choice is the foundation, there is plenty of room for the teacher to make sure the
groups and books are well matched. Teachers may need to intervene if a student's first
choice is way to difficult for them. They also may need to modify the groups based on
discussion skills, personalities and work habits. When groups have been determined, the
texts can be passed out and students are ready to begin preparing for and engaging in
conversations about books (Ahang, 1999; Burda, 2000; Daniels, 2002a; Gilbert, 2000).
Summary
It is critical for adults to be able to read and understand informational texts. In
many ways schools are currently failing to develop these skills in their students. This low
level achievement cannot be attributed solely to the difficulty of informational texts. It is
reasonable to assume that part of our students' low level achievement could be
contributed to lack of experience with informational texts. Although in the past, reading
informational texts has primarily occurred at the upper levels, research suggests that
using informational texts at the elementary level will better prepare our students for the
future. The progression of mastering learning to read before reading to learn is a
misconception and students will be successful doing both at the same time.
There are tremendous benefits for students who are exposed to informational texts
at a young age. They will have developed content knowledge and vocabulary. They will
be prepared for later schooling and the important tests that go along with it. They will be
more engaged with texts, because they find reading for information interesting. And for
many students, informational texts will be a catalyst for their development as readers.
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Simply exposing students to informational texts, though, is not enough. Educators must
provide authentic literacy events that will engage students with the kinds of informational
text interactions they will experience in the real world.
Literature circles provide a great opportlmity for students to be immersed in the
kinds of discussion that lifelong readers participate in, discussion to share with peers and
to deepen understanding of information. The elements of literature circles: independent
reading, written response and discussion, reflect the ways that adult readers respond to
texts. When teachers successfully model these elements and set up effective literature
circles, students will develop the skills they will need later on in life. These elements
coupled with the students' excitement about choosing their own books, make literature
circles an effective way to engage students with informational text

Chapter Three
Design of the Project

Introduction
The purpose of this project was to construct an implementation guide for teachers
to utilize as they begin to incorporate literature circles with informational texts into their
classrooms. The guide is intended to provide an overview of the research as well as the
necessary materials for teachers to get started. It was specifically designed for teachers
with no previous background knowledge of literature circles, although the guide can also
be beneficial for teachers who have had exposure to literature circles in the past.

Development of the Project
As an elementary teacher, the author recognized an imbalance in the amount of
time spent on nonfiction reading instruction when compared to the amount of time spent
on instruction with narrative texts. The author also recognized that when nonfiction
instruction did occur the texts most frequently used were textbooks. The author felt there
was a need, at the elementary level, for appropriate and effective nonfiction instruction
that included informational books other than textbooks. Having been exposed to
literature circles with fiction in the past, the author wondered about their effectiveness
with nonfiction. As the author's school moved away from an adopted cuniculum and
towards a literature based reading program utilizing Guided Reading, the author
recognized an opportunity to expose teachers to literature circles with nonfiction.
After reviewing published literature, the need for an increase in effective
nonfiction instruction especially at the elementary level became apparent and the author
41
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became aware of the benefits for students who are exposed to informational texts at a
young age. Because literature circles serve an authentic purpose and attempt to mirror
real life informational text interactions, they provide an opportunity to engage students
with informational texts. The reviewed research suggested a myriad of ways that
literature circles could be utilized and designed. The author felt that teachers would be
more likely to use literature circles if they were provided with step-by-step instructions
and so the need for an implementation guide presented itself.
Procedures
It was hypothesized that literature circles would be an effective instructional tool

for elementary teachers to use in their teaching of nonfiction. Research was gathered
from several sources to explore the effectiveness of literature circles and to aid in the
development of the implementation guide. Searches were conducted via the Internet to
obtain information on literature circles. These searches were performed using the
databases available through Central Washington University. ProQuest, ERIC Digest and
Education Full Text were primarily used. Once the information was located it was
copied or printed. Books on the topic of literature circles and nonfiction were borrowed
from the library at Central Washington University as well as other university libraries
through Interlibrary Loan. Resource books were also purchased from Amazon.com. All
of the information located was read, evaluated, re-read, sorted and reviewed. The
information was then organized and synthesized into the review of literature presented in
Chapter Two. The literature review offers insight into the need for effective nonfiction
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instruction, supports the use of literature circles as an effective too! for nonfiction
instruction and provides information about the essential components of literature circles.
The review of literature identified key components and was utilized as a structure
for the implementation guide. A brief overview of the research was included in the guide
so that teachers could feel confident in their decision to use literature circles with
informational texts. It was also included so that teachers would be able to explain and
support their decision. After the overview of research, step-by-step directions for
implementation were included. These directions were designed and organized to
encompass all that a teacher would need to get started with literature circles. They were
organized based on the compilation of research and on the author's preparation for the
trial of literature circles with informational texts in the author's classroom. The guide
begins with a basic description and then directs teachers through the process of planning
for and preparing students for literature circles. After that, it guides the teacher through
the process of implementation.
When the guide was completed, a presentation on literature circles was given to
the third and fourth grade teachers at the author's school. At the inservice, the author
provided a description of literature circles, showed a video clip, guided teachers through
the process, answered questions and distributed the implementation guide. A few weeks
after the initial presentation, a follow-up meeting was scheduled for teachers to discuss
their implementation of literature circles. The author facilitated the discussion and
teachers shared their successes and collaborated to fine-tune their implementation.

Chapter Four
The Project

Using Literature Circles to Engage Students with Informational Texts

by
Theresa Marie Anderson
July 2006
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Introduction
The following chapter contains an implementation guide for teachers who are
interested in using literature circles to engage students with informational texts. The
guide provides all of the directions and outlines the literature circle process in a step-bystep format. It was formatted witl1 teachers in mind, specifically those teachers currently
teaching third and fourth grades at John Campbell Elementary in Selah, Washington.
Their needs and preferences were taken into consideration when formatting the guide.
This implementation guide was also specifically designed to be distributed at a
presentation outlining and describing literature circles with informational texts.
Section One of the guide outlines the research supporting the need for nonfiction
instruction and describes the effectiveness of literature circles as an autlientic method for
exposing students to informational texts. Section Two describes literature circles and
helps teachers begin thinking about getting started. Section Three highlights the
component of written response and offers some different options for teachers to choose
from. Section Four provides an overview of introducing literature circles to students and
provides a step-by-step outline of one method of introducing literature circles. Section
Five guides teachers through the process of selecting informational texts and suggests
some possible text sets. Most of the text sets offered in Section Five are books that are
available for teachers at John Campbell Elementary. Section Six suggests possible
projects that can be used for students to share information they have learned from their
reading. In the final section, Section Seven, a list of references is provided.

(
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All of the information and materials provided are included to help the teacher
effectively use literature circles with informational texts. As a compilation of available
research, the author believes this guide serves as what teachers need in order to develop
literature circles. The combination of provided research along with practical materials
ensures that teachers will have what they need in order to begin implementing literature
circles effectively. It is assumed that teachers will use the guide as a starting point and
then modify their implementation to meet the needs of their students.

(
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Foreword

Adults read for information frequently on a daily basis. Yet, research shows that
an emphasis has been placed on the reading of narrative texts in schools, especially at the
elementary level. In order to prepare students for the future and to create lifelong
learners, schools need to adequately prepare students to read and understand information.
As teachers explore how to teach the reading of informational texts, authentic literacy
opportunities will be beneficial as they allow students to take ownership of their reading
and help students get excited about what they are reading. Literature circles can be
utilized as an authentic and effective approach for teachers to supplement their instruction
of nonfiction texts.
This implementation guide is designed for elementary teachers, primarily at third
and fourth grades. It was created to assist teachers in their planning and implementation
of literature circles with informational texts. The information and materials provided will
show teachers how literature circles can be used to increase students' understanding and
appreciation of informational texts. With specific guidance and materials, teachers will
feel competent and confident to utilize literature circles as an effective approach to
engaging students with informational texts.

Theresa lvf. Anderson
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Nonfiction

Section I: The Research Behind the
Instruction
Adults are consistently surrounded by texts designed with the purpose of
conveying information. Daily, adults need to interpret these texts to gather
information and answer questions. Yet the focus in education, especially in
the early years, is on instructing students in the area of fiction. The
curriculum is overbalanced with stories and the majority of instructional
time is spent with fictional texts (Duke, 2004 ).
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Need for Effective Nonfiction Instruction
• Research suggests that 86% of the texts adults read are informational (Hoyt,
2002).

• Adults are consistently surrounded by texts designed with the purpose of
conveying information. They read newspapers, magazine articles, election
pamphlets, direction manuals, recipe books, menus and many other types of
informational texts. They read informational texts to answer questions,
participate in conversations and to gain perspective (Daniels & Zemelman,
2003/2004; Duke, 2004).

•

This is an "Information Age" and much of the text adults are exposed to is
accessed through technology and the Internet. It is estimated that approximately
96% of the sites on the World Wide Web are informational and expository in
form (Kami! & Lane, 1998).

• Daily, adults need to interpret texts to gather information and answer questions
and so it becomes apparent that the ability to comprehend informational texts is
critical. Yet many adults and children struggle with this type of literacy
(Palinscar & Duke, 2004).
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Reasons for Including Nonfiction Instruction at the
Elementary Level

• Traditionally, instruction at the elementary level has been dominated by narrative
texts. There has been a focus on learning to read in grades one through three and
then beginning in fomih grade a focus on reading to learn (Moss, 2005).

• In one study of the types of informational texts in the first grade, Duke (2000)
found that students on average were spending only 3.6 minutes per day on
activities involving informational texts. Of the 6,023 pieces of displayed print, a
mean of only 2.6% of these displays were informational. Of the books found in
classroom libraries only a mean of 9.8% of them were informational.

• In contrast to the lack of nonfiction instruction in the primary grades, textbook
learning dominates after fourth grade. At these grade levels, nonfiction
instruction occurs with content area textbooks and basal readers (Moss, 2005).

•

Currently, schools rely primarily on textbooks to expose students to nonfiction
texts. Students are asked to read the material and then answer questions at the
back of a chapter or complete worksheets. These purposes do not motivate
students and do not help students build skills that will carry over outside of the
school setting (Daniels & Zemelman, 2003/2004; Duke, 2004).

•

Unfortunately, these textbooks are not like the nonfiction encountered in the real
world. They "don't contain the kind of rich, complexly structured expository text
we might find in Rolling Stone magazine or a good popular nonfiction book"
(Daniels, 2002b, p. 10). These textbooks are more accurately categorized as
reference books for they are massive books packed full of facts and figures
(Daniels & Zemelman, 2003/2004).

• Some students are more interested and engaged with informational texts. Caswell
and Duke (1998) illustrate this in the case studies of two struggling readers. They
discovered that non-narrative texts motivated these students, created more
purposeful reading opportunities and helped the students develop their reading
skills with both fiction and nonfiction texts.
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•

Another reason for including info1mational texts at the elementary level is to
develop content knowledge. Informational texts can help students acquire new
knowledge about the world (Duke, 2003). They can help develop new vocabulary
and can allow students to learn about a topic on a deeper level. By building this
content knowledge and vocabulary at the elementary level, we are contributing to
students' schemata, which will help them as they encounter new ideas later on in
their schooling and in their life (Moss, 2005).

•

Although it seems less important in the grand scheme of creating life-long
learners, students must be exposed early to info1mational texts in order to help
them be successful on high stakes tests. Standardized reading tests are made up
of 70-80% exposit01y text (Daniels, 2002b ).
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Literature Circles Serving an Authentic Purpose

•

Patterned after book clubs, literature circles attempt to imitate the lively
discussions and enjoyment associated with book clubs. They provide students
with the satisfying experience of exploring text in the company of peers and when
connected with informational texts students have the benefit of the shared
collaboration of their peers combined with deepened content knowledge (Hoyt,
2002).

•

As adults, we read informational texts for pleasure, to pass the time and for the
purpose of gaining information, to increase our general knowledge or to find out
the answer to something that we want or need to know (Duke, 2004, September).
Therefore, authentic informational literacy events in the classroom mirror this
purpose of reading for pleasure and to obtain information. They reflect the
reading and writing that occurs in the real world outside of school (Duke, 2000).

•

After using literature circles "to bridge the gap between fiction and nonfiction"
Stien & Beed (2004) concluded that literature circles are a valuable and
appropriate tool to help students enjoy and be successful with nonfiction texts.

•

In literature circles, students are able to choose what material they will be reading.
Based upon their choice, students are placed into groups that meet to discuss what
has been read. During their reading, students take notes to help them be prepared
for the discussion. The discussion is led by the students and the ultimate goal is
for students to have natural conversations with personal connections and opinions
that they can justify from the book (Brabham & Villaume, 2000).
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Section II: Getting Started

(

Now that you know the research suppor ting the implementation of literature
circles, you are ready to get started. There are a few skills that your
students will need to have and a few instructional decisions that you will
need to make before you can jump right in.
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Overview of Literature Circles

• Literature circles are small, temporary, peer-led discussion groups. The members
of the literature circle have chosen their own reading materials and while reading
a section of the. text, each membe.r takes notes and prepares to contribute in
upcoming discussions.

• Usually, there are four to six students in each group .

•

Literature circles have three components: independent reading, written response
and discussion.

• Temporary groups are formed based on book choice not on student ability .
• Group meetings occur regularly and students lead the discussion while the teacher
acts as a facilitator, observing and helping to problem-solve.

•

Literature circles reflect the needs and abilities of the students and instructional
decisions are fine-tuned for individual classrooms. Therefore, the classroom
routines and procedures may vary from class to class.
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Prerequisites

•

In order for literature circles to be successful there are a few social and thinking
skills that students need to have acquired. Students need to have developed a
sense of community with each other. Before the start of literature circles, students
need to have been provided with many opportunities to work together in
collaborative groups to develop the skills of including everyone, taking turns,
respecting differences and responding to others.

•

In addition to being able to work together, students need to be able to talk about
informational texts. They need strategies for interpreting and understanding these
texts. But even beyond that, they then need the ability to discuss their
interpretations. Their ability to read, respond and make connections to texts will
be critical as they begin to meet with their literature circle discussion groups.

•

If a sense of community has not been established or if students are not familiar
with reading and discussing informational texts, then it is essential for teachers to
do some literature circle prep. Mini-lessons can be taught to develop these skills.

•

Lessons can focus on collaborative learning and working together as a group.
Class guidelines for etiquette can be established through group discussions and
class meetings.

•

To develop students' ability to respond to literature, read-alouds can be included.
Group discussions during and after read-alouds can help give students an example
of what discussion looks like and can help facilitate their ability to respond to
texts.
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Characteristics of Collaborative Learning

•

Be respectful

•

Concentrate on other members of the group

•

Put-downs are not tolerated

•

Follow directions

•

Leave differences outside of the classroom

•

Be patient and helpful

•

Smile in a friendly way

Adaptedfrom: Daniels, H. & Steineke, N, (2004). Mini-lessons for literature circles. Portsmouth, NH:
Heine1nann.
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Tips for Reading Informational Texts

• Think about what you already know about the topic
• Preview the text before reading
o Look at illustrations, charts, headings, bold words

• Think of questions about the topic
•

Predict topic words you think will appear in this passage

•

As you read, take it slow

•

Consciously think about what you are learning and what might be
important

•

Use the pictures

•

Look at charts, maps, illustrations, diagrams and captions

•

When you find challenging words, use what you know about reading
o Use the pictures, think about what makes sense, use the
context, look at the beginning and ending sounds, chunk the
word

•

When you don't understand, STOP and reread

•

When you are finished, think about what you read
o What was the most important?
o Were there any confusing areas you should reread?
o Are there any parts of the text you should mark as being most
important?

Adapted from: Hoyt, L. (2002). Make it real: Strategies with informational texts. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.
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Text Features of Informational Texts

•

Table of Contents

•

Photographs

•

Drawings

•

Lists

•

Headings

•

Captions and Labels

•

Different Kinds of Print (bold/italics)

•

Diagrams

•

Glossary

•

Index

•

Charts

•

Maps

•

Graphs

•

Bullets

Adapted from: Hoyt, L. (2002). Make it real: Strategies with informational texts. Portsmouth, NH:
Heine1nann.
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Scheduling

•

There are a myriad of ways that teachers can schedule literature circles.
Depending on the curriculum and the needs of the students, teachers need to
decide how much time can be devoted to literature circles.

•

Some teachers schedule literature circle sessions once or twice a week and some
teachers do literature circles daily for the whole year. Other teachers do a cycle of
daily literature circles on and off throughout the year.

•

One aspect of scheduling to consider is the number of groups that can be observed
or facilitated by the teacher at a time. Having five groups that meet per day can
be extremely difficult to facilitate. Too many groups meeting at one time can
make it difficult for the teacher to adequately monitor the groups on a daily basis,
especially at the elementary level.

•

Many teachers have chosen to have groups alternate between journal and
discussion days. This allows the teacher to spend an adequate amount of time
rotating between groups.

•

Once a decision has been made regarding how many times a week literature circle
sessions will be held, a teacher is ready to structure the literature circle time.
Again there are various ways that the literature circle time can be structured
depending on the students' abilities and the amount of instructional time
available.

•

Generally when structuring literature circles, time needs to be made available for
teacher directions, mini-lessons, independent reading, written response, smallgroup discussion and whole-group debriefing.

•

Some teachers schedule time for independent reading throughout the week at a
time other than during the literature circle session or assign it for homework.
However, at the beginning it will be most successful if all literature circle
activities take place in-class, thus providing students with the opportunity to
receive support from the teacher as needed.
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•

There is no set time frame, but usually the whole literature circle process takes
about an hour.

• During a one-hour literature circle session, the time allotted for each paii is also
something that will vary based upon students' needs and teacher preference.

• When scheduling, teachers may also want to take a long-term look at the calendar.
Depending on the book and the number of meetings per week, a round of
literature circles could last between one and four weeks. It is helpful and almost
necessary for groups to have common ending dates.

•

This date can be set by the teacher or by the students as they estimate how long it
will take them to finish their books. It is always possible to change the
completion date if needed. Once a completion date has been set, the groups need
to divide their book up into natural chunks and determine a reading schedule.
Again this can be done by the teacher or by the students in the group. It is helpful
to provide each student with a calendar so that they are aware of the reading
assignments and discussion schedule.

13

Setting Up Your Literature Circle Structure

How many days a week will you hold literature circle sessions?

How long will each session be? - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

How many groups will meet simultaneously? _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

How many groups will you have? - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

How many students will be in each g r o u p ? - - - - - - - - - - - - -

How many days per week will the groups meet for discussion? _ _ _ __

Will each group do all 3 elements (independent reading, written response and
discussion) every day or will they alternate between written response and
discussion days? - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

How will you allot the time during each literature circle session? _ _ __
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Literature Circle Schedule
for Mrs. Anderson's Class of 20 students
4 groups of 5

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday

Group
1

Group

Reading/
Written
Response

Reading/
Written
Response

Discussion

Discussion

Reading/
Written
Response

Discussion

Reading/
Written
Response

Discussion

Reading/
Written
Response

Discussion

Reading/
Written
Response

Discussion

Discussion

Reading/
Written
Response

Discussion

Reading/
Written
Response

2

Group
3

Group
4

Daily Literature Circle Schedule
10:00-10:15
10:15-10:45

10:45-11:00

Mini-Lesson-Whole Group
Literature Circle Time
Reading/Written Response OR
Discussion
Debriefing
Turn in Folders and Notebooks (brown
box)
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Other Sample Schedules

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

10:15-11:00

10:15-11:00
Groups Meet

10:15-11:00
Read & Logs

10:15-11:00

Groups Meet

10:15-11:00
Read & Logs

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

10:15-10:30

10:15-10:30

10:15-10:30

10:15-10:30

10:15-10:30

Read

Read

Read

Read

Read

10:30-10:45

10:30-10:45

10:30-10:45

10:30-10:45

10:30-10:45

Groups Meet

Groups Meet

Groups Meet

Groups Meet

Groups
Meet

Groups
Meet

Created by: Daniels, H., (2002). Literature circles: Voice and choice in book clubs and reading groups.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

Wednesday Thursday

Friday

Monday

Tuesday

10:00-10:20

10:00-10:20

10:00-10:20

10:00-10:20

10:00-10:20

Read

Read

Read

Read

Read

10:20-10:45

10:20-10:45

10:20-10:45

10:20-10:45

10:20-10:45

Journals or
Journals or
Journals or
Journals or
Journals or
Group
Group
Group
Group
Group
Discussions
Discussions
Discussions
Discussions
Discussions
Note: Student groups alternated Journal and Discussion days
Created by: Bond, T.F. (2001). Giving them free rein: Connections in student-led book groups. The
Reading Teacher, 54, 574-584.
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BLANK PLANNING CALENDAR
Month _ _ _ _ __
Sunday

~

--l

Monday

Tuesday

Book:

------

Wednesday

Thursday

Group: _ __
Friday

Saturday

SAMPLE PLANNING CALENDAR
Month _ _ _ _ __
Sunday

Monday

Tuesday

Readp.

-

Book:
Wednesday

Group: _ _
Thursday

Readp.
Discussion

Discussion

Role

Role

Readp.

Readp.

00

Discussion
Role

Discussion
Role

Friday

Saturday

(

Section III: Written Response
Written response is an extremely important part of literature circles. It
serves to prepare students for their conversations during discussion time
and attempts to mirror the strategies adult readers use to help them
remember what they want to discuss. The students' written responses
become their notes to fuel their discussion
(Daniels, 2001; Daniels & Steineke, 2004).
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Post It Notes-VIP

One of the ways that teachers encourage students to prepare for discussion is to mark
parts of the text with sticky notes. Hoyt (2002) calls these parts VIP (Very Important
Points), By marking seGtions of the text students can easily relocate. voc.abulary or
passages in the text during discussion time. Students can write down predictions, make
connections, ask questions and record confusing parts of the text. Students can place the
sticky notes under the paii in the text that they want to mark and can write on the notes
with arrows or a few words about what they want to share. These sticky notes are usually
used in literature circles along with role sheets or response logs.

20

Role Sheets

•

The use ofrole sheets with literature circles has been extremely popular and
widely used. Role sheets assign students a specific role to perform after reading
and in preparation for their next group meeting. These role sheets assist students
by giving them specific and unique ways to think about the text they are reading.

•

Each student is assigned a different rotating role, which sets a purpose for their
written response and prepares them for the discussion.

•

Role sheets are a starting point for the discussion. When the group meets, the role
sheets are a backup in case the discussion stalls. Group members can respond or
comment about anything. They are not restricted to their role for that day.
Students are not required to go over any or all of the role sheets. During
discussions, many teachers have their students turn their role sheets upside down
and only have the students refer to them if they run out of things to talk about.

•

Role sheets are most effective when used temporarily as students are first
beginning to learn how to prepare for discussions. If used for too long, they can
stifle discussion and begin to seem repetitive to students.

•

Role sheets should be used for only a few weeks to help ease the transition as
students become proficient at participating in peer-led discussions.

•

When students have become proficient with using roles sheets to prepare for
discussion, they can move into more open-ended and less structured forms of
written response.

•

Depending on the abilities of your students, some teachers choose to skip the
assigned roles and jump right in with journals/response logs

21

Questioner
Name:
Pages: _ _ __

Title of Book:

Write down a few questions that you would like to discuss with your group.
They can be questions about something that you didn't understand, something
you were wondering about or something you were amazed by.

22

Name:
Pages: _ _ __

Title of Book:

Write down a few facts that you would like to share with your group. They
can be interesting, unique or important facts-facts that are not commonly
known.

23

Name:
Pages: _ _ __

Title of Book:

Choose a few words that you would like to share with your group. They can
be words that you thought were new, different, strange, funny, interesting,
important or hard. Write down the word, the page you found it on and why
you chose it. Be ready to find the word and read the sentence to your group.

\Nord _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _~

Page#

Reason for choosing_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

\Nord _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _~

Page# _ _ _ __

Reason for choosing,_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

\Nord_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _~

Page#

Reason for choosing_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

\Nord _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _~

Page# _ _ _ _ __

Reason for choosing,_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
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connector
Name:
Pages: _ _ __

Title of Book:

Write down a few connections that you made with the text. Did it remind you
of any people you know or events that have happened to you? Did it make you
think of anything else you've read or seen on TV?

25

Name:
Pages: _ _ __

Title of Book:

With a pencil, quickly sketch a picture related to your reading. This can be a
drawing, diagram or chart. Be ready to show your picture to you group and
talk about it.

Describe your sketch - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

26

Other Roles for Nonfiction

Passage Master: You are the Passage Master. Mark some sections in the
text that caught your attention. These might be passages that seem
important, puzzling, or strange. Be ready to ready these aloud to the group.
Created by: Daniels, H. (2002). Literature circles: Voice and choice in book clubs and reading groups.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

Biographies
Timeline Traveler: You are the Timeline Traveler. It is your job to complete
a timeline of the major events that happened to this person during his or her
life. Some things to include are birth date, date of marriage, children,
major accomplishments, date of death and any other major life events that
you think are important to put on the timeline.

Vital Statistics Collector: You are the Vital Statistics Collector. It is your
job to share personal information about this person. You can report
information about birth date, childhood hometown, family members,
schooling, hobbies, jobs, special accomplishments and date and cause of
death.
Created by: Stien, D. & Beed, P.L. (2004). Bridging the gap between fiction and nonfiction in the literature
circle setting. The Reading Teacher. 57 (510-518).
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Using a Spinner to Assign Roles

•

Some teachers choose to allow their students to be responsible for assigning roles
among group members.

•

Others prefer to assign roles to students by using a pocket chart or rotating
schedule.

•

For those teachers who do not feel their students are ready for the responsibility of
assigning roles but who also do not want the added management of assigning
roles on a rotating schedule, using a spinner to assign roles may be a viable
alternative.

•

At the end of each group meeting, gronp members take turns spinning the spinner.
Whatever they spin is their role to prepare for the next meeting. Using a spinner
in this way may cause more than one student to be assigned a specific role but if
the goal is dynamic conversation then it won't matter if two students do the same
role.

28

Role Spinner

29

Role Spinner

c
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J'ournals/Response Logs

•

After students have become proficient with using role sheets to prepare for
discussions, teachers should move to a more open-ended method of written
response. One of the ways to do this is by the introduction of response logs or
journals.

•

In response journals, students may write about whatever they want and are not
assigned a specific task or topic. Students simply write down their reactions,
reflections and ideas as they read. They can record their questions or write about
parts of the texts that fascinated them or were confusing.

•

Some teachers choose to start with response logs and never assign role sheets.

•

For those teachers who did use role sheets, allowing students to choose a role to
complete in their response journal is an option. Students can write about anything
that they want to discuss. They can choose a role or can simply write down their
reactions and ideas.

•

If students are able to come up with enough material for discussion, some teachers
move to only using sticky notes as written response.
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Nonfiction J"ournal Prompts

Read the assigned selection and write a response to help you prepare for
your group meeting and discussion. Begin each response with the book title
and the date of your journal entry. Example:
March 4 2006

Book Title

+
+
+
+
+
+
+
+

+

What information surprised you?
How can you use this information in your life?
What does this book or article remind you of?
What information do you question or think might not be correct? How
might you check it out?
What is the most important thing you have learned? Why?
What is the most interesting thing you read?
What techniques does the author use to make this information easy to
understand?
What more would you like to learn about this topic?
Where do you think you could look for more information on this topic?

You may also choose to write using one of the roles we have learned:

+ Questioner
+ Fact Finder
+ Word Wizard
+ Connector
+ Illuminator

Adapted from Candler, L. (n.d.). Literaiy lessons. Retrieved April 30, 2006, from http://home.att.net/
- TEACHING/litcircl/nonfictprompts.pdf
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Section IV: Introducing Literature Circles
to Students
Once you have created a schedule and identified the type of written
response you are going to utilize, you are ready to get started. In order for
literature circles to be successful, the preparation designed for the
students is intentional and well thought out.
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Modeling

•

The key to preparing students for literature circles is modeling. Teachers will
need to model each element ofliterature circles in order for the students to be
SUGGessful.

•

The amount of modeling and the time when it occurs is based on teacher
preference and students' needs. The amount of time spent on modeling will
depend on the students' ability to work together in small groups and discuss
informational texts. Some teachers will model the different elements of literature
circles for weeks and some will decide only one week is needed before students
are ready to meet in groups on their own.

•

Many teachers have found it effective to start by taking the students through the
entire literature circle process whole group. To do this each student has his/her
own copy of the text and participates as guided by the teacher.

•

When modeling the discussion aspect of literature circles, some teachers have
found it helpful to bring in other teachers. The group of teachers can model
interactive conversations and can show the students how to build upon and
respond to the comments of others.

•

The following plan utilizes role sheets as a starting point. If you are jumping right
in with journals/response logs you will want to skip the role sheet introduction. If
your students have already had experience with response logs, they may require
very little preparation and may be ready to dive into small group meetings
tomorrow.
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Introducing Role Sheets
Whole Group Instruction- Reading/Written Response
SAMPLE SCHEDULE

DAY ONE-Introduce Lit Circles and Questioner Role
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Ask if students have ever heard of anyone being in a book club?
Tell them that I'm in a book club and share some of the books we've read
Pose questions: How do you think a book club works? What do we do?
Discuss book clubs and tell them about my book club (others may vary)
choose by voting, don't always get 1st choice, read on own, talk
about after we've finished reading, don't have to raise our hands
during discussions, take notes while we read and mark parts we
want to share
Ask the students what they think we talk about?
Describe literature circles and purpose (relate to adult book clubs)
Describe the 3 parts (reading, response/prep for group, discussion)
Review the characteristics/rules of cooperative groups

•
•

Read/Think aloud together-Sharks Cp. 1-6)
Model the use of post-it notes/Very Important Points (VIP) while reading

•

Instruct students on the written response role of Questioner
Show my sample
Discuss what was included
Model the role
Have each student do the Questioner role

•
•
•
•

)

Discuss and share the characteristics of quality discussion
Discuss the pages read and use Questioner role sheets to guide
discussion
If possible, have the students sit in a circle. Have them turn over their
role sheets and encourage them to participate in the discussion by taking
turns and responding to one another. At this time you could split the
class into two smaller groups.
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DAY TWO-Fact Finder Role
•
•

Read/Think aloud together-Sharks (p. 7-9)
Model the use of post-it notes/Very Important Points (VIP) while reading

•

Instruct students on the written response role of Fact Finder
Show my sample
Discuss what was included
Model the role
Have each student do the Fact Finder role

•

•
•
•

Review the discussion expectations
Discuss the pages read and use Fact Finder role sheets to guide
discussion
Again, if possible meet in a circle and practice taking turns without
raising hands

DAY THREE-Word Wizard Role
•
•

Read/Think aloud together-Sharks Cp. 10-14)
Model the use of post-it notes/Very Important Points (VIP) while reading

•

Instruct students on the written response role of Word Wizard
Show my sample
Discuss what was included
Model the role
Have each student do the Word Wizard role

•

•
•

Discuss the pages read and use Word Wizard role sheets to guide
discussion
At the end of the discussion, debrief about the process and ask students
to share the strengths of their discussion
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DAY Four-Connector Role
•
•
•

Pass out post-it notes and ask students to mark VIP while reading
Have the students read-Sharks (p. 15-20)
Discuss the use of post-it notes

•

•

Instruct students on the written response role of Connector
Show my sample
Discuss what was included
Model the role
Have each student do the Connector role

•

Discuss the pages read and use Connector role sheets to guide discussion

DAY FIVE-Illuminator Role
•
•
•

Ask students to use post-it notes to mark VIP while reading
Have the students read-Sharks (p. 21-end)
Discuss the use of post-it notes

•

Instruct students on the written response role of Illuminator
Show my sample
Discuss what was included
Model the role
Have each student do the Illuminator role

•

•
•
•
•

Discuss the pages read and use Illuminator role sheets to guide
discussion
Tell students that next week they will begin meeting in their own groups
without a teacher
Review discussion expectations
Answer any questions and tell them that you will be showing them the
book choices later
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Using Book Talks to Help Students Form Groups

•

One of the things that students love about literature circles is that they get to
choose their own reading material.

•

There are a number of ways that the teacher can facilitate this. The most common
is for the teacher to do a Book Talk. A Book Talk is like a book commercial.
The teacher shows the students the book and describes what it is about. Students
who have read the book before may be asked to share their thoughts about its
topic and the difficulty of the text. The teacher does a Book Talk for each book
that the students will be allowed to choose from.

•

In addition to a Book Talk, a teacher may decide to set the books out on display
for a specified amount of time allowing the students to flip through the pages.
This also helps students pick a book that is within their fluency level. Generally
students will not pick a book that looks extremely difficult for them.

•

Some teachers may also utilize a Book Pass to let their students get a feel for the
book choices. In a Book Pass, the students sit together in small groups. The
teacher gives each group one copy of all the books they will be choosing from.
Students pick a book and peruse it for a specified amount of time (generally about
one minute). At the end of the minute, the teacher announces that time is up and
the books are rotated to the next person in the group. This continues until each
book has made it all the way around the small circle and every student has had a
chance to look at each book.

•

After the books have been introduced to the students, the process of choosing
books and assigning groups can take place. Students are asked to fill out a
preference card indicating their first, second and third choices. The students are
reminded that they may not get their first choice but the teacher will try to
accommodate all of the students' top three choices.

•

After the preference cards have been collected the teacher assigns groups based
on students' top three choices.
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Book Selection-Top 3 Choices
Name:
Choice

------------Book Title

1.
2.

3.

Book Selection-Top 3 Choices
Name:
Choice

Book Title

1.
2.

3.
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Student-led Discussion Groups

• In literature circles, student-led discussion groups are designed to mirror adult
book club meetings. The goal is for the discussion to be spontaneous and
conversation-like.

•

Students need to take turns but are not required to raise their hands or go around
the circle in any order. The discussion can be started by anyone and anyone is
free to respond.

•

The students may talk about whatever they want regardless of whether or not it is
in their notes. Their notes are only there for them to refer to as needed and there
is no requirement to cover what the students wrote about. The students drive the
discussion not a list of questions provided by the teacher.

•

Once the students are familiar with the written response and discussion
expectations and have been placed in groups based on their book choices, they are
ready to begin meeting on their own.

•

Start by reviewing the role sheets and the discussion rules. Introduce the spinner
as a way to assign roles.

•

Announce the book groups and explain the calendar and daily schedule .

•

JUMP IN!!

****Remember the first time at everything can be tough. There will****
probably be some kinks along the way but try to relax and enjoy the process.
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Expectations for Group Discussions
• Be prepared--make sure you have completed your reading and
responding

• Bring your literature circle folder, book and response paper/role
sheet

•

You may turn your response paper/role sheet over and look at it only
if you forget what you wanted to talk about

• You may talk about anything related to the book even if it is not
something you wrote down

• Use your post-it notes, role sheets and response papers

• Take turns talking-you do not have to raise your hand
• Sit so that everyone can see each other

• Face the person who is speaking and look him or her in the eye
• Nod or somehow show that you heard the speaker
• Do not interrupt the speaker
• Ask questions about what classmates said
• Ask classmates to repeat or re-explain parts that confused you
• Be sure to include everyone in the discussion
•

Smile in a friendly way

Adapted from: Day, J., Spiegel, D., McLellan, J. , Brown, V. (2002). Movingforwardwith literature
circles. New York, NY: Scholastic Professional Books.
Pike, K. & Mumper, J. (2004). Making nonfiction and other iriformational texts come alive: A practical
approach to reading, writing, and using nonfiction and other informational texts across the
curriculum. San Francisco, CA : Pearson Education, Inc.
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Transitioning to Response Logs

•

After using role sheets for a few weeks, students are usually ready to make the
transition to journals or response logs.

•

In order to assist students with the transition to this more open-ended and less
structured type of written response, teachers can start by having students write in
their journals using one of the roles they've learned.

•

Hanging a poster of the different roles can help the students decide which one to
write about.

•

The students are encouraged to write about whatever they want in their journals
and the teacher may choose to post some other nonfiction journal prompts as
ideas for the students.
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Section V: Selecting Informational Texts
Part of the success of literature circles will depend on the texts that are
offered to the students. Realizing that the teacher may be limited by the
number of books with multiple copies available, there are still many things
for the teacher to consider.
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Things to Consider

• Informational books chosen for literature circles should be up-to date and
accurate. Design is important, especially at the elementary level. Graphics,
diagrams and other text features, if used appropriately can be extremely helpful to
the reader.

• The topics of the books should be considered carefully. Books with information
that the students want to learn or books with strange and amazing facts will
engage the reader and stimulate the group discussion.

•

Many teachers decide to offer text sets, using books that are related by concept,
theme or genre. They may offer the students several choices about different
animals, sports, places or cultures. Teachers might also decide to focus on a
genre such as biographies or on a concept from science or history. Focusing on a
particular theme or genre allows teachers to construct mini-lessons and wholegroup discussions or activities around the aspects of that theme or genre. For
example, if all of the literature circle groups are reading about famous people,
mini-lessons can be provided on constructing timelines, picking out important
events and cause/effect. During whole-group discussions the students could
compare and contrast the famous people that they are reading about.

•

If teachers are having a difficult time locating multiple copies of nonfiction texts,
they can use magazines or newspaper articles. Time for Kids and readinga-z.com
offer teachers easy access to sets of books.

•

Because the students are going to be grouped based on their book choice not on
their reading ability, teachers also need to consider the readability and levels of
the books they are offering as choices for their students. Teachers should select
books representing a range of reading levels. For literature circles, students will
be working at their fluency levels not their instructional levels.

•

It will be important for supports to be in place for those students who may have
difficulty reading and comprehending the text chosen. Partner reading, books on
tape and individual help from the teacher are all methods of support that can be
utilized.
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Text Sets

• America the Beautiful
A Flag for Our Country by Eve Spencer
Red. White, Blue, and Uncle Who?: The Story Behind Some of
America's Patriotic Symbols by Teresa Bateman
This Land is Your Land by Woodie Guthrie
Shh! We're Writing the Constitution by Jean Fritz
The United States from A-Z by Bobbie Kalman

Developed by Pike, K. & Mumper, J. (2004). Making nonfiction and other informational texts come alive:
A practical approach to reading, writing, and using nonfiction and other informational texts across the
curriculum. San Francisco, CA: Pearson Education, Inc.

• Places
Islands in the Sea-Hawaii by William Russell
Statue of Liberty by Julie Murray
Living in Antarctica by Alan M. Ruben (Time for Kids)
International Space Station by Susan Ring (Time for Kids)
White House by Julie Murray
Golden Gate Bridge by Julie Murray

• Hobbies/Interests
The Story of Jeans by Elizabeth Austin (www.readinga-z.com)
Paintball by Terri Sievert
Gems: Treasures from the Earth by Molly Chen (www.readinga-z.com)
Dirt Bikes by Matt Doeden
Sports Cars by Matt Doeden
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+ Authors
J.K. Rowling by Cari Meister
Shel Silverstein by Cari Meister
Marc Brown by Cari Meister
Beverly Cleary by Cari Meister
R.L. Stein by Cari Meister

+ Athletes
Ichiro Suzuki by Terri Dougherty
Tony Hawk by Julie Murray
Venus and Serena Williams by Lydia Pyle
Yao Ming by Lydia Pyle
Alex Rodriguez by Joe Christensen

+ Historical Figures
Davy Crockett by Christy DeVillier
Helen Keller by Christy DeVillier
Betsy Ross by Christy DeVillier
Clara Barton by Christy DeVillier
Martin Luther King. Jr. by Bea Silverberg (www.readinga-z.com)

+ Mammals
Arabian Horses by Julie Murray ·
Chimpanzees by Julie Murray
Giraffes by Julie Murray
Grizzly Bears by Julie Murray
Lions by Julie Murray
Llamas by Julie Murray
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Section VI: Information Presentation
At the end of a nonfiction literature circle cycle, teachers may want
to invite the students to share information they have learned about
the topic they have been reading about. These presentations can be
individual or group presentations and can be formal or informal. These
presentations are not the purpose or goal of literature circles but are
simply a way for students to share information with each other.
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Project Ideas
•

Alphabet Book: Students create an alphabet book from information that they read
in their literature circle. Because this book will have 26 pages, one for each letter
of the alphabet, it may be more successful as a group project.

•

Personality Cube: When reading biographies, a cube can be constructed to
represent the person read about. Quotations can be used as well as illustrations.

•

Lifelines: A lifeline can be constructed for a famous person outlining the
important events in his/her life. Adding machine tape works well for this project.

•

Letters: Students can write a letter or mock letter based on significant issues from
their reading. They can write a letter to the local newspaper or create a letter to
the current president from George Washington.

Adapted from Pike, K. & Mumper, J. (2004). Making nonfiction and other informational texts come alive:
A practical approach to reading, writing, and using nonfiction and other informational texts across the
curriculum. San Francisco, CA: Pearson Education, Inc.

•

Acrostic Poem: Students can write an acrostic poem with the title of their book.
For each letter in the title, they can use a word or phrase providing information
from the text they have read.

•

News Report: Students can act like news reporters and write a news report to
perform for an audience sharing information/news about the topic they read about.

•

Crossword Puzzle: Students can create a crossword puzzle with facts from the
book they have read. They can use a puzzle creator to help such as the one
available at www.discoveryschool.com.

•

Poster: Students can create a poster to share important and interesting facts they
have learned.
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Resources for Teachers

• Videos
Literature Circles
Authors: Ed Jurewicz, Jerome C. Harste
Publisher: Heinemann
Publication Date: 1994

Looking Into Literature Circles
Author: Harvey Daniels
Publisher: Stenhouse Publishers
Publication Date: 2001

• Websites
www.LiteratureCircles.com
www.litcircles.org
www.ncte.org/elem/awards/orbispictus

• Books
Literature circles: Voice and choice in book clubs and reading groups
Author: Harvey Daniels
Publisher: Stenhouse Publishers
Publication Date: 2002
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• Books Continued
Literature Circles and Response
Authors: Bonnie Campbell Hill, Nancy J. Johnson and
Katherine L. Schlick Noe
Publisher: Christopher-Gordon Publishers, Inc.
Publication Date: 1995

Literature Circles Resource Guide: Teaching Suggestions,
Forms, Sample Book Lists, and Database
Authors: Bonnie Campbell Hill, Nancy J. Johnson and
Katherine L. Schlick Noe
Publisher: Christopher-Gordon Publishers, Inc.
Publication Date: 2000

Adventuring with Books: A Book/ist for Pre-K-Grade 6, 13th Edition
Editors: Amy A. McClure, Janice V. Kristo
Publisher: National Council of Teachers of English Committee to
Revise the Elementary School Booklist
Publication Date: 2002
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Chapter Five
Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations
Summary

The purpose of the project was to create materials for teachers to use in their
implementation of literature circles with informational texts. The provided guide will
help teachers engage their students with informational texts by developing literature
circles that will increase students' understanding and appreciation of informational texts.
It is a resource to be used by teachers to supplement their instruction of nonfiction.

Literature circles are a component of reading instruction patterned after adult
book clubs. Literature circles incorporate the elements of independent reading, written
notes and small peer-led discussion groups. The students choose reading material that
they are interested in and then prepare for and participate in discussions about the
information they have read. The students read the material independently and then take
notes to help them prepare for the discussion. The discussion meetings are conversationlike. They are led by the students and the students choose what they would like to talk
about. The students do not have to raise their hands or go around in a circle. Their goal
is to have a free-flowing conversation to deepen their understanding and perspective.
Literature circles provide an opportunity for students to explore texts with their peers and
to deepen content knowledge and understanding (Brabham & Villaume, 2000; Daniels,
2001; Daniels & Steineke, 2004; Hoyt, 2002).
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Conclusions
The following conclusions are based on an examination of literature and a belief
that literature circles are a valuable and appropriate tool to help students enjoy and be
successful with informational texts and that literature circles can effectively "bridge the
gap between fiction and nonfiction" (Stien & Beed, 2004).
I. There is a need for an increase in the amount of instructional time spent on
informational texts (Daniels, 2002; Duke, 2000,2004).
2. Exposing students to informational texts at a young age has tremendous value.
These texts can motivate students, deepen their content knowledge, help them
develop important literacy skills and can lay the foundation for the reading
they will need to do to be successful later on in life (Caswell & Duke, 1998;
Duke, 2003, 2004; Moss, 2005; Moss, Leone & Dipillo, 1997).
3. Literacy activities that mirror real life reading are most effective in preparing
students for the types of informational text interactions that they will
encounter on a daily basis as adults (Daniels & Zemelman, 2003/2004; Duke
2004, September).
4. Because literature circles with nonfiction give students the opportunity to read
texts for pleasure and to gain information while at the same time allowing
them to discuss the information they have learned in an informal way,
literature circles reflect the reading and writing that occurs in the world
outside of school (Duke, 2000, 2004, September).
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The author's experience during the trial tests brings about the following
recommendations for teachers who are thinking about utilizing literature circles as a way
to supplement their nonfiction instruction. Teachers will need to remember that any time
one takes a professional risk and tries something new, there will be challenges along the
way. Literature circles are no exception. Teachers will find that there are many
instructional decisions to be made before beginning literature circles and that much
advance preparation is needed. However, even the best laid plans may have kinks along
the way. Literature circles are flexible and meant to be formulated to meet students'
needs and teacher preference. As teachers begin literature circles, they should feel
comfortable and confident to shape their literature circle sessions in the way that will best
work for their students and classroom setting.
As with anything that is student-led and student-centered, students will be more
successful with literature circles if they are provided with much support along the way.
In the beginning teachers will need to model each element of literature circles before
turning the responsibilities over to the students. After literature circles sessions have
started teachers can support their students by providing feedback and mini-lessons based
on the observations they have made during the literature circle time.
The author would also like to recommend that teachers hoping to implement
literature circles with nonfiction begin to look for resources available to acquire multiple
copies of quality informational texts. Teachers should look for informational texts
covering topics that the students will be interested in learning about. They should also
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look for texts that will stimulate discussion among their students and allow students to
evaluate, question, hypothesize and debate.
Trying something new can seem overwhelming at times, but teachers will find the
students' excitement about literature circles and their successes at reading, understanding
and discussing informational texts to be well worth it.
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